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ABSTRACT
This paper considers the effects of teleworking on
family life. In contrast to the substantial literature
considering telework from a managerial and, to a
lesser extent, individual perspective, there has been
far less consideration of the impact of teleworking on
family life. This paper argues for the need to study
home-based teleworking with an inclusive
perspective, looking at teleworking as more than just
an organisational initiative, or an opportunity for
particular workers, but as a major change in lifestyle
which may affect the whole family unit. It proposes
a framework for such a study based on an
exploration of changes in family rules and norms.
1. INTRODUCTION
The virtual office is gradually becoming a reality for
agrowing part of the working population in advanced
economies. The Personnel Journal (Greengard, 1995)
has reported that 7.6 millions of Americans
telecotnmttte and eighteen percent of American
companies have technology based work-at-home
progratnmes. In Britain, a 1994 report (from Income
Data Services) defines teleworkers as people who
spend at least half their working time at home, and
estimates on this basis that between 5 and 15 percent
of UK companies have at least some teleworkers
(~ 1994). At the same
time, theUK’s official Employment Gazette (Felstead
and Jewson, 1995) reports that 1.2 million people in
Great Britain, about five percent of the working
population, work mainly at home or live at their
place of work. Most studies examine this
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phenomenon in terms of the general socio-economic
changes that teleworking implies. In this paper we
propose a different focus and explore the influence of
teleworking from the home on families and family
life.
Most authors agree on defining the virtual office as
a workplace/workspace which is geographically
separate from the main office but is linked with it
through the use of telecommunication technology
(Craipeau and Marot, 1984; Kraut, 1994). Around
this broad theme and with the support of new
enabling technologies, a variety of new work styles
have grown up which we can loosely describe as
telework. Some teleworkers do part or the totality of
their work from home; others are more mobile,
traveling a great deal, and hooking into their
organisations when and where needed.Telework may
be entered into through contractual arrangements, but
also more informally, such asby bringing work home
after office hours (’overspill work’), or taking the
odd day at home to tackle a particular task. Some of
the cohort of teleworkers are self-employed (or
effectively so), professionals taking their knowledge
and skill out into the world, while others are tied into
traditional organisational Wuctures and still
effectively working for a single organisation (Huws,
Korte and Robinson, 1990). For yet others, telework
is a means of participating in the labottr market
effectively as sub-contractors for specific structured
tasks.
The potentiaJ of the virtuat office and telework has
not been missed by large business organisations, and
an increasing number support such a form of
working, either explicitly or tacitly (Huws, 1994,
Greengard, 1995). Equally, skilled professionals and
knowledge workers have often been eager to try out
new ways of working or combining work with
296lifestyle changes.Nor is it just business organisations
and elite knowledge workers who have sustained an
interest and commitment to the new ways of
working. Governments too have shared the vision.
Thus the European Commission, in thleir briefing
paper on Europe and the Infor~ion SocieQ, write:
“Teleworking: more jobs, new jobs, for a
mobile society: who gains?
Companies (both large and SMES) and
public adminisb-ations will benefit from
productivity gains, increased flexibility, cost
savings. For the general public, pollution
levels, traffic congestion amd energy
consumption will be reduced. For
employees, more flexible working
arrangements will be particuhrlly beneficial
for all those tied to the home, and for
people in remote location the narrowing of
distances will help cohesion”
(European Commission, 1994, p. 25).
This statement is symptomatic of a general attitude
towards teleworking that one can find from many
governments: first comes the interests of companies
and government agencies, then comes general
environmental matters and lastly some statement
alluding to benefits for individual workers. This
sequenceof priorities is mirrored in the major part of
the literature dealing with the issue of the virtuat
office and telework, which, for the most part, focuses
on the managerial issues of distance-working: the
reduction of overheads, the productivity of
home-based workers, their integration within the
work team, the difficulties of remote supervision and
motivation, as well as questions of security (Kraut,
1987; Gray, Hodson and Gordon, 1993), To a lesser
degree, general environmental issues me addressed,
in terms such as shifting working patterns,
demographics of the labour market, or the future of
cities or rural peripheries (Li, 1995; Sorohan, 1994;
Sullivan, 1995). Finally, the issue is sometimes
addressed in terms of the individual (Christensen,
1988; Huws, 1993; Wilson, 1991).
Whatever the pressures or opportunities that make
people into teleworkers, the largest proportion of
those attending the virtual office do so from home
and on a part-time basis, though there are two broad
alternatives often discussed in the literahIre. The fiist
is the satellite work centre (set up by a llrm in a site
which lies within convenient commuting distance for
a number of employees). The sw ond is the
neighborhood centre (or telecottage), wlhich consists
of a set of offices equipped and financially supported
by the community or a number of companies to
provide a local base for the teleworker and, inter
alia, a richer social context than that implied by
working ‘at home alone’ (Maynard, 1994; Jabez,
1992; Gillespie, Richardson and Cornford, 1995).
Nevertheless, for the majority of teleworkers,
teleworking still means working from home.
This paper focuses on such telework undertaken from
home. We first describe some of the effects of
teleworking from the perspective of the individual
worker and the worker in relation to the
organisational world. We then extend the analysis to
include consideration of the teleworker’s family and
to expose the issues from a family relations
perspectiv~. This forms the basis for an analytic
framework based on consideration of family
responses in terms of changes in rules and shifting
norms. The paper concludes with an argument for
researchin this field which incorporates aricher view
of the home context of telework.
2. A VIRTUAL OFFICE BUT A REAL
WORKER
Discussing teleworkers and work in a virtual office,
it is easy to forget that beyond the organisational
innovation and implied work restructuring there are
people. These people are bound up in such changes,
but their concerns and characteristics cannot be
altered as easily as a company downsizes or
reconfigures itself. Individual workers become
teleworkers for a variety of reasons, and for the most
part these are described in positive terms. The
teleworker from home, in particular, is often
portrayed as a particularly lucky individual, with a
life-style and working life that is to be envied. In this
section we review briefly some of the main issues
that need to be understood if this general perception
is to be more closely examined.
Job satisfaction
For any worker a critical concern is the sense of
satisfaction that a job provides (McGregor, 1960;
Herzberg, 1966; Mumford, 1995). In these terms
home-based telework is often portrayed asproviding
flexible schedules and a productive environment in
which work will become a more satisfying
experience. Some of the constraints of office life are
lifted, and work can be undertaken at times and at a
pace that suits the individual Other irksome aspects
297of traditional work may be removed: one does not
have to wear formal clothes (McConnell, 1994) and
may even work outside in good weather. Also, home
is tlequentty portrayed as a nicer place to work,
especially as home location becomes independent
from the office location: lower rent, nicer
environment (pleasant view, peacefid surroundings...).
But teleworkers may also experience some new
forms of frustration. Those who perform the totality
of their work from home may feel unmotivated
because of the lack of supervision and interaction
with colleagues (Gillespie, Richardson and Cornford,
1995).
Working outside a formal organisational setting may
also mean being cut off from practical and emotional
support. As Pearson (1995) writes, “your boss, in
passing, may tell you to keep up the good work but
is less likely to ring you at home just to let you know
how you are doing”. To counter such problems
companies might organise regular meetings via
Email, but, as Snizek (1995) points out, such
meetings are, “devoid of spontaneity and intensity.
The capitalizing of words (or any other Email
protocol) is not the same as face-to-face interaction
with another person”. He compares the experience of
taking part in a virtual meeting to that of watching a
televised religious service; the lack of face-to-face
interaction is detrimental to any feeling of
community.
Career and staus
Just asjob satisfaction in work is important, so too is
a sense of status in the organisation and the
community, and a sense of progress and opportunity
in the world of work. Teleworkers, however, may
face problems in achieving such requirements. Thus
the teleworker may find that career prospects are
endangered in terms of training and promotion
opportunities. Home-based teleworkers miss the
opportunisty to get informal on-the-job training when
such training requires, or is facilitated by, the
presence of a more experienced colleague. Formal
training is another problem: teleworkers will not get
trained as systematically as office workers because
they are likely to lack both funding and information
on tdning opportunities (Olsen, 1985; Huws, 1984).
Also, it is not unusual for members of an
organisation to become familiar with new job
fhnctions through informal conversations with
colleagues. Such a situation is unlikely to occur when
an employee is isolated from the organisation group
(Shamir and Salomon, 1985; Brocklehurst, 1989).
This is just one example of a more general
consequence of telework, a growing gap between
task-performance and management.
Financial issues
Teleworking should allow a worker to cut down on
some expenses of employment such as transport and
clothes. But it also brings about new financial
problems, due to a combination of factors. Telework
is often used to facilitate the subcontracting of
services, downsizing or to externalise jobs which
were previously internal (as with Rank Xerox in the
UK). In these cases, teleworking is carried out as
freelance work or as self-employment. Such a form
of employment can be disadvantageous for workers
as they often require investment in expensive
equipment, together with hidden costs such as
equipment maintenance, insurance and office
furniture. Furthermore, this kind of employment does
not allow for paid holidays, pension schemes,
maternity and sickness benefits. Many authors,
including Bisset and Huws (1985), ako argue that
working at home makes it harder for workers to
unionise “as isolated individuals, they have little or
no negotiating power and are therefore more
vulnerable than in-house workers to poorer wages
and conditions of work.”
Health
Pearson (1995) quotes a survey by British Telecom
claiming that “homeworkers are generally fitter and
healthier than their office colleagues. They suffer
fewer colds and headaches even fewer toothaches”
and “take less time off sick”, She recalls that stress
can lead to physical ailments such as headaches,
migraines, high blood pressure and heart disease and
that commuting is for some workers a major source
of stress. The ability of teleworkers to control their
working environment and schedule should contribute
to the reduction of stress level. As a result,
teleworkers may feel less irritable, which is positive
for the job, the individual and the family. Others
have suggestedthat teleworking has drawbacks asfar
as health is concerned. Gooding (1995) notes that
“teleworking can be very sedentary, without the
sprint for the train”. Several people interviewed in the
course of her research mentioned how quickly the
lack of exercise had a noticeable effect on general
health. Also, home-based workplaces are less likely
to be equipped with ergonomically designed furniture
or adequate lighting.3. OVERSTEPPING THE WORIUIIOME
BOUNDARY
The section above has outlined some of the
individual considerations that need to be explored as
the workplace shifts from a traditional organisational
setting to a virtual office. However, just as the
organisational form becomes virtual, the real location
of work shifts to a very well structured and complex
social grouping, the family. One of the major effects
of teleworking for the individual teleworker is the
blurting of the demarcation line between work and
private life. As a result, many teleworkers are faced
with the difficulties of having to negotiate a new line
between those two previously well divided areas.
Houlder (1994) quotes a report from the Science
Policy ResearchUnit which chronicled problems such
as, “the feeling that home is no longer a refige from
the office”. As one of the interviewees of this study
put it “unless you are physically out of the house,
you haven’t left work”. It can be hypothesised that
many people need both a geographical and a
psychological separation between worlk and family
life. In an office environment, especially in stressful
situations, a person is bound to exhibit different
behaviour than he or she would at home, in a more
relaxed family context.
Family responsibilities
One of the common reasons for undertaking
teleworking from home is to benefit from flexible
hours in order to combine paid work with family
duties (Blanc, 1988; Gray, Hodson and Gordon,
1993). This may involve looking after children,
caring for an ageing parent or helping a relative.
However, as Jaeckel (1989) notes, “the picture often
painted of mothers sitting at their perscnmlcomputer
while their child sits next to them, playing with his
toys ... is more the exception than the rule”. She
reports the obvious finding that the main times during
the day (and at night) used for telework by parents
are when a child is sleeping, in child-care, at school,
or out playing or taken care of by the father or
grandmother. Similarly, Heck’s study (1992) of 373
households with both a home-based worker and a
child designated as needing care concludes that
home-basedhouseholds often need and use childcare.
In that context, one can wonder if teleworking really
allows for an ideal combination between work and
family life, for families with young children.
As a form of work, telework is often not considered
as quite the real thing and the teleworker may have
lesscredibility than an office worker within their own
family. The family and friends of the teleworkers
and, even the teleworker him/herself do not consider
that teleworking is a good enough excuse for
withdrawing from socializing, doing the housework,
looking after the children (Kinsman, 1987).
Quantity and ‘quality’ of time
The issue of time and time management within the
family is a complex one. Measurements which are
purely quantitative fail to provide a complete picture
of the effects of home working on the temporal
dynamics of family life, and a concept of ‘time
quality’ is needed. Rosemary Deem’s book All work
and no play?: the sociologv of women and leisure
(1986) explores the contrast between the
compartmentalisation and fragmentation of time.
Time is compartmentalised when it is divided into
well-defined blocks, each of them related to a
specific activity. Conversely, time is considered as
being fragmented when the day is made of a
multitude of minor activities as well as frequent but
short periods of idle time.
According to Deem’s argument, paid work allows for
time to be compartmentalised and non-paid work at
home (i.e. child care and household duties) leads to
the fragmentation of time. She demonstrates that
valuable ‘spare time’ is likely to become unused ‘idle
time’ in caseswhere time is highly fragmented; the
compartmentalisation of time facilitates the
transformation of ‘spare time’ into ‘leisure time’.
Deem argues that compartmentalization of time
allows for the development of attitudes which assert
a right to leisure. Employment provides the day with
structure and routine and individuals and their
families can organize the rest of their life around that
routine. As result, one of the problems both of losing
one’s job, or of bringing it home, is that this routine
disappears, and with it, the possibility of ‘spaces’
away from partners and children.
Following Deem’s line of argument, one could
suggestthat teleworkers may end up having less time
to dedicate to family life, or less opportunity to
structure this time within a ‘fragmented’ work
schedule. For example, workers may be expected to
work outside office hours if they have access to a
computer at home. Also, some researchers have
investigated how some home-computer users have
299become ‘workaholic’, struggling against the
temptation to work excessive hours (Shotton, 1989).
Principle dimensions for analysis
Four broad themes emerge from the above
discussion: role of the various family members when
telework gets introduced into the household,
allocation of space and the broader issues of life
environment, including noise levels, the
considerations of time, and financial matters.
Roles. The introduction of teleworking in ahousehold
clearly implies the presence of a new person at home,
but may also mean that other members of the family
have to spend more time outside the home either
because the teleworker him/herself demands it, or
because the home becomes a less enjoyable
environment to be in. Girling (1994) recatls: “not
every spouse welcomes the intrusion of a working
partner into the home”. And the invasion of job-
related constraints witbin the home is likely to
modify both individual behaviour and the general
atmosphere in the household. Teleworking may also
affect the distribution of household tasks and child
care duties within the household: the partner working
from home is given the opportunity to combine work
and family duties, but may also feel a strong pressure
to do so. According to the literature, the
redistribution of tasks within the household vary
greatly according to the gender of the teleworker:
women teleworkers usually start out more involved
with household matters than their mate counterparts
(Haddon and Lewis, 1994).
Environment. Teleworking almost inevitably disrupts
space allocation within the home and homeworkers
often require more space for themselves, their
furniture and equipment as well as a calm
environment with low noise level and few
interruptions. This additional space is sometimes
gained over somebody else’s space or what was
previously considered as common space. Individuals
deprived of their space may feel that their freedom is
restrained. and may suffer from a loss of ‘status’
within the home. Also, the introduction of work in
common space such as the dining room may reduce
the opportunities for family members to gather and
increase the feeling of isolation of other members.
Time. Homeworking atso challenges established
patterns of time utilisation. The time constraints of
traditional office work (office hours, travel times)
impose a certain routine on the worker. When a
worker is liberated form those constraints, he or she
also loses the routine that has been built over the
years in order to combine most efficiently the
requirements of the job with all the other aspects of
life. As explained above, time is likely to be less
compartimentalised for teleworkers than for
traditional office workers. This fragmentation of time
affects, inter alia, the balance between work and
leisure, both in terms of amount of time dedicated to
either activity and in terms of quality of time.
Budget. Financial issues typically represent a major
concern for the family unit. Teleworking, although it
reduces some of the costs faced by a household, also
brings about a set of new expenses (in terms of
investments and overheads). Teleworkers are
typically more involved with the budgeting of their
job, which requires organisational skills and, in some
cases, the participation of other family members in
the monitoring of accounts. Also, working from home
sometimes increases tinancial insecurity for
teleworkers and their families, which may put astrain
on interpersonal relationships within the family.
4. RULES AND NORMS
In this section we propose a simple model to capture
the dynamics of family life for a home-based
teleworker. This model is based on the twin ideas of
home work requiring the establishment of new rules
- explicitly statements of ‘how things will be done in
future’ - and negotiated or socially constructed
norms. While a rule is explicit (as is whether it is
obeyed), a norm is socially established and validated
within the family group. Norms are dynamic and can
change, but some norms can be changed more easily
than others. In general they are well anchored in
family members’ way of life, and trying to change
them will create tensions.
Rules
The introduction of work in a household may result
in an increased number of format rules applying to
the household. The extent to which explicit rules are
used varies a lot horn one family to another. Some
writers also argue that there are major differences in
the way home-working is responded to by the family,
depending on the gender of the home-worker
(Kinsman. 1987, Hacldon and Lewis, 1994).
According to Haddon (1994), teleworking women are
300more likely to adapt their time to existing domestic
routines whereas men are more likely to “impose
telework on the home and carve out a distinct place
for it”. In other words, arule-based approach is more
likely if the homeworker is a man.
When new rules are established they may disrupt
already settled family routines. In particular, the
teleworker often has to introduce new rules
concerning accessto objects which are used both for
work and other purposes. One example (couldbe the
telephone. In his study of teleworking households,
Haddon (1995) witnessed the emergence of rules
regarding the use of the telephone when,phone calls
could be made, how long they could be, who may
answer the phone and how, and how important it was
to be reasonably quiet when calls were coming in or
being made.
Changing norms
Whoever attempts to introduce formal rules in such
an informal organisation asthe family may encounter
serious difficulties and, possibly, a high rate of
failure. Another, smoother way of understanding the
constraints of work from home is to see it as
modification of norms. Liebenau and Backhouse
(1990) define norms as being “the shared
experiences”, the “expectations and assumptions,
beliefs and attitudes” of people belonging to the same
community. They describe norms asthe “mechanisms
which transmit conventions” within the community
and define five categories of norms: perceptual,
cognitive, evaluative, behavioral, and c~enotative.
Cognitive norms. Cognitive norms refer to
“standardized beliefs and ‘common’ knowledge”. For
example, it may be common knowledge in a given
family that working hours stretch from 9 to 5,
Monday to Friday. Such a belief gets shaken by the
introduction of home-working in the household and
clashesmay appe~ between the actual lifestyle of the
teleworker and the expectations placed on him/heron
the basis of premises which have become false for
example, the expectation that Sundays are dedicated
to family day-trips to the countryside cannot be lived
up to if the teleworker works all week-end.
Evaluative norms. Evaluative norms are defined as
agreements “about how objectives can be reached”.
One could take the example of one particular
objective of a worker: getting the work done. When
work is carried out at home, family members may be
asked or volunteer to assist the person officially in
charge of performing the task. Haddon (1991) notices
that “both partners and children may actually assist
the teleworker with work done at home. Apart from
taking the odd message,other family members often
act as a receptionist for visitors, or help with
proof-reading and the delivery of material” (page 12).
What was previously seen as the responsibility of a
single person in the family becomes an objective for
other members of the household.
Perceptual norms. Perceptual norms guide the way a
community recognizes patterns with the senses.Some
perceptual norms are likely to change with the
introduction of home-working. For example, the fact
that a parent is visible may not mean that he/she is
available.
Denotative norms. Denotative norms are closely
related to perceptual norms as they affect the choice
of signs and what they signify. New signs or new
significance for old signs may be introduced in the
household of a home-worker. For example, a closed
door may mean that the family member does not
want to be interrupted.
Behavioral norms. Behavioral norms determine
what behaviour is acceptable or not in a given
situation. Wheelwright (1995) describes some of the
problems arising when a spouse who has always left
for work each day is suddenly at home all the time
“children want to play - because they are only used
to having this parent at home when they are not
working.” Yet, gamessuddenly become unacceptable
behaviour.
5. CONCLUSION
In this brief paper, we have considered the
phenomenon of the virtual office and telework from
the perspective of family life. In section 3, we
proposed four key elements of family life that alter
or change when the office enters or becomes part of
the home. These elements have been described in
terms ofi a richer set of roles for family members to
play within the home; a changed utilization of time
by members of the family with consequent changes
in the quality and quantity of time devoted to
different tasks including work itselfi altered
expectations as to the management of the home
environment including the allocation and sharing of
space; and finally the changes in the use of the
301family budget. As shown in the paper, theseare areas
in which researchers have described changed
outcomes as a consequence of telework. However, in
order to understand how these changes come about,
by what mechanism, it is necessary to explore more
fully the dynamics of family life. To achieve this we
have proposed aresearch framework that investigates
the family in terms of new or changed rules within
the home, as well as in terms of changed norms.
By combining these two perspectives, as shown in
table 1, we are able to develop a research framework
that allows a rich picture of family life with and
around the virtual office to be presented. Such a
framework can help us both to capture the
consequencesof telework in terms of changed family
behaviors and expectations, but beyond that, can
help to explore the actual processes though which a
virtuat office comes to be embedded in a real family.
Roles Time Environment Budget
Rules
Perceptual
norms
Cognitive
norms
Evaluative
norms
Behavioral
norms
Denotative
norms
Table 1
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